The Bridge
Volume 43

Number 1

Article 10

2020

Markus Lampe and Paul Sharp. A Land of Milk and Butter: How
Elites Created the Modern Danish Dairy Industry
J. R. Christianson

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/thebridge

Recommended Citation
Christianson, J. R. (2020) "Markus Lampe and Paul Sharp. A Land of Milk and Butter: How Elites Created
the Modern Danish Dairy Industry," The Bridge: Vol. 43 : No. 1 , Article 10.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/thebridge/vol43/iss1/10

This Book Review is brought to you for free and open access by BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been accepted for
inclusion in The Bridge by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more information, please contact
scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

The Bridge 43:1 (Spring 2020)

Book Review
Markus Lampe and Paul Sharp. A Land of Milk and Butter: How Elites
Created the Modern Danish Dairy Industry. Chicago & London: University of Chicago Press, 2018. x, 273 pp., ills., maps, tables, endnotes,
bibliography, ISBN-13: 978-0-226-54950-7.
Reviewed by J. R. Christianson
In her Copenhagen apartment, she had a gray stoneware jug
decorated with a verse in blue letters: Før sled de bønder rent forbandet,
nu er de herrerne i landet – “They used to slave with little say / But
farmers rule the land today.” My wife’s grandmother had come to Copenhagen from Jutland as a pretty sixteen-year-old on the eve of the
First World War, leaving behind her deep rural roots to become a city
woman. The legend on her jug came true in 1901, when the farmers’
party (Venstre) took control of the Rigsdag and forced King Christian X to accept democratic majority rule. Most observers saw this
“farmer power” as a political reflection of the economic power built
up by farmers’ cooperatives and strengthened by a cultural solidarity
acquired in Grundtvigian folk schools. All in all, it was quite a story,
telling how ordinary country folks established Danish democracy and
led the way to rapid modernization of the Danish economy.
Economists have been especially interested in the cooperative
side of the story. If cooperatives worked in Denmark, why couldn’t
cooperatives be organized in other lands in order to move traditional
societies into the global economy?
In Denmark, everything seemed to happen so fast. The cream
separator was invented by L. C. Nielsen in Roskilde in 1878, and the
first cooperative creamery was established only four years later. Hundreds of Danish cooperatives popped up during the 1880s, financed
and built by the farmers themselves, and this stimulated growth in
the whole Danish economy. Factories were built to make cream separators and motors, railroad tracks were laid for the train engines and
cars that were built to carry butter from the cooperative creameries to
seaports, whole fleets of ships were built in Danish shipyards to carry
endless cargoes of rich Danish butter to English markets, and Danish financial institutions expanded to provide the capital for all this
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investment. Cooperatives led the way in Denmark and made her rich.
Shouldn’t developing countries follow Denmark’s example?

Figure 1. Danish cooperative creameries, 1890.
Map from A Land of Milk and Butter.

Not so fast, say Marcus Lampe and Paul Sharp. They are economists who warn that it didn’t really happen quite like that. Neither
of them is Danish. Markus Lampe is a German who picked up some
Danish during a postdoc year in Copenhagen. Paul Sharp moved from
England to Denmark as an adult and is now a professor of economics in Odense. These two international economists acquired the skills
81
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needed to study the writings of Danish historians and learned things
that were news to economists around the world. They quantified the
story as well as they could because they knew that economists believe
in numbers and because their aim was to convince economists, especially those involved in third-world development, that cooperatives
aren’t an easy answer to third-world economic challenges.
In Denmark, they point out, there was a long backstory that laid
the groundwork for the cooperative movement, which explains why
it was able to have such a powerful effect on Danish economic development so quickly. The story as they tell it goes back to the mideighteenth century. This was a time when many Danish farms were
clustered in villages surrounded by three large open fields, which
farmers cultivated in common as directed by village elders. An individual farm did not exist in one single place: it consisted of long, narrow plots of arable land scattered all over the three village fields in a
manner that aimed to provide equitably some good soil and some less

Figure 2. An eighteenth century Danish village surrounded by its
three fields. Each field was divided into smaller plots, and each plot
into strips separated by grassy walkways. The strips that comprised
the arable land of Farm No. 1 are shaded. Map from Danmarks Riges
Historie (1896-1907), 5:235.
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desirable land to every farmer. These long, narrow plots were separated by grassy paths, which meant that a lot of the arable land was taken
up by pathways. The village elders gathered under the village beech
or oak to make decisions for everybody, levying fines on those who
disobeyed. In plowing time, you and your neighbors formed a crew
to plow your strip and then your neighbor’s and so on until the work
was done. You plowed with a heavy, wheeled plow pulled by horses
or oxen, and the strips were long in order to make as long a furrow
as possible before the plow needed to be turned. You plowed, sowed,
harvested, and did everything else when the elders said you should.
The main field crops in most villages were cultivated in a rotation
of barley, rye, and lying fallow, with the fallow field simply plowed
to hold down weeds. Yields on the two cultivated fields were very
low. Beyond the three fields, villagers had common meadows where
livestock grazed, as well as marshes, woodlands, and waters held in
common.
In the middle of the eighteenth century, Danish leaders began to
realize that most people in Denmark were involved in agriculture and
that the whole agricultural system was out of date. Until this system
was modernized, the Danish economy wasn’t going anywhere. Discussions began to take place in government and elsewhere among
enlightened Danes. In 1761, a local official named Niels Schelde published an essay that demanded civic freedom for Danish peasants so
they could become productive citizens. Other enlightened individuals established a Royal Danish Agricultural Society (Det Kongelige
Danske Landhusholdningsselskab) in 1769 and began to present awards
to innovative farmers. Government ministers Reventlow, Bernstorff,
and Schimmelmann from Slesvig-Holstein and a Norwegian named
Colbiørnsen joined in these discussions. This group advised Crown
Prince Frederick, who headed the government, and together, they
wrote a batch of new laws in the 1780s that freed the peasants, provided credit, and facilitated the modernization of entire villages. This
legislation was a turning point in the lives of Danish peasants. All
our rural Danish ancestors were affected by these reform laws; the
changes they bought were tremendously beneficial to farmers and estate owners, although not to farm laborers and other rural folks who
were not landowners.
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These laws facilitated a process of transforming communal villages into individual farms owned by the farmers themselves. In each
village, the process began with a professional survey and assessment
of the entire village, the three open fields, and all the common village meadows, woodlands, and wastelands. Once everything was
surveyed and assessed, the common lands were divided up in a way
that gave every farm its own arable land in one contiguous block that
could be fenced and farmed as the family decided.

Figure 3. Snøde on Langeland, 1819.
Map from Geodatastyrelsen, Historiske kort på nettet, Snøde,
Langeland Nørre Herred, 1819, Målestok 20,000,
accessed March 20, 2020, http://hkpn.gst.dk.

Figure 3 shows the result in one village after it was divided into
individual farms. This is the village of Snøde on the island of Langeland. It was divided and enclosed in the year 1801. Most of the farm
buildings remained in a cluster in the village with their new acreages
laid out as fields that radiated outwards from the village. The village
itself was renamed Store Snøde (Big Snøde), and a new village called
Lille Snøde (Little Snøde) was established on previously uninhabit84
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ed commons land west of the original village. These farms in Lille
Snøde did not radiate outwards from the village but were laid out in
compact blocks with the farmstead located on one edge. They were
brand-new farms, and all the buildings had to be constructed from the
ground up. The Lille Snøde farms were allotted to ambitious young
families who were not drinkers, because it took a lot of hard work to
build a new farm from the ground up. The layout of the land gave
these farms the potential to become the best, most compact, and most
modern farms in the parish. The Snøde farmers were tenants, but new
systems of credit made it possible for them to buy their own farms
and hold them on secure tenure.
In this way, the breakup of communal villages like Snøde created
a new class of landowning farmers in Denmark, some forty to sixty
thousand of them, which is what laid the foundation for modern Danish democracy. This was quite different from other European countries like England, where the land was held in large estates instead of
family farms; Prussia, where the peasants had to pay exorbitant prices
for their land; or Russia, where the farming villages remained communal. In Denmark, the ones who drew the short straw were cottagers and rural laborers, because they lost their rights in the commons
that no longer existed and came to live on small plots at the margins
of the village farms. No wonder so many of them opted for America
a generation later.
Let’s say you were one of the farmers. Now that you own your
farm and it’s all in one place instead of scattered in thirty or forty narrow strips all over the village lands, what do you do next? The village
elders no longer tell you what to do. Where do you turn for guidance?
Lampe and Sharp have answers to those questions, too.
Crown Prince Frederick became King Frederick VI in 1808. He
still had his wise councilors from Slesvig-Holstein and Denmark, who
realized the importance of education in times like those. Mandatory
confirmation had existed in the Danish Lutheran church since 1736,
which meant that boys and girls were already being taught to read
and write on a basic level in order to be confirmed. In 1814, however,
public education was stepped up a notch when the Danish government made eight years of schooling mandatory and set up systems for
funding schools and educating teachers so the whole system would
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work. Denmark became the first Protestant country in the world to
establish mandatory public education, decades ahead of countries like
England, America, or Norway.
Men and women soon started to read the new agricultural journals that began to appear, and consultants came around. Excellent
agricultural research institutions were established. In 1773, Denmark
became the first country in the world to establish a veterinary college.
This was followed by other schools of agriculture, mostly public institutions, but also private ones like Grundtvigian folk schools, which
received government subsidies.
Getting an education and using it to read was part of the preparation for success in the new system of individual family farming, but
farmers could also learn by observing what their neighbors were doing. Mixed in among all the family farms were a few larger estates
centered on castles and manor houses. Lots of young Danish sons
and daughters from farming families still worked on large estates after they were confirmed and before they were married, learning the
farming methods used there, and sometimes even meeting their future spouses, as was the case with some of my ancestors and possibly
yours.
Some large Danish estates began early on to pick up new farming
methods from abroad. A system called koppelbrug came in from Slesvig-Holstein, where the Ahlefeldts, Reventlows, and other aristocratic
landowners had been experimenting since the 1600s with laying out
rectangular fields called kopler (singular: koppel) enclosed with hedges
and ditches. They used as many as a dozen kopler to experiment with
elaborate rotations combining traditional grains with new crops including legumes like peas, alfalfa, and clover, which restored nitrogen to the soil. This koppelbrug system was well-developed by around
1800, when experts began to bring it from Slesvig-Holstein to Danish
estates. The koppelbrug system brought about a tremendous increase
in productivity. It could also work on a family farm but not in communal three-field villages, so breaking up the villages into individual
farms had to come first.
But then, if you were the farmer, what would you do with all the
forage you raised when you shifted over to koppelbrug? Clearly, you
needed to raise more animals and feed it to them, increasing your pro86
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ductivity even more. In Jutland, farmers had been fattening steers for
centuries and driving herds of them down into Germany or shipping
them from Ribe to the Netherlands for slaughter. You could continue
to raise beef cattle, or you could consider shifting to a system called
hollænderi. This system was based on raising dairy cattle instead of
steers and exporting butter and cheese instead of beef. Immigrants
from Holland had brought it into the rich salt-marsh grazing lands
along the North Sea coast of Slesvig-Holstein, the original homeland
of the famous black-and-white Holstein cattle, and it spread into the
rest of Slesvig-Holstein from there. Experts on large estates and at the
new Danish schools of agriculture did the math and found that dairying was more profitable than raising beef cattle, so hollænderi was what
they began to recommend to Danish family farmers using koppelbrug.

Figure 4. Carlo Dalgas, Black and white cow standing. Study. 1846.
Painting in Hirschsprung Collection, Copenhagen, from Wikimedia
Commons, accessed 20 March 2020 https://commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/File:Carlo_Dalgas_-_Black_and_white_cow_standing._Study._-_
Google_Art_Project.jpg

Making butter and cheese was women’s work in Denmark, but
when the hollænderi system started to appear, it was generally on a
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large estate, where a professional husband-wife team leased the dairying operation at a set rate per cow, sometimes for several years at
once. The husband redesigned the stables, improved the forage to increase milk production, built a dairy room or cellar that could maintain a stable temperature, and arranged to haul the milk and dairy
products. The wife oversaw the milkmaids, maintained cleanliness in
handling the milk, and took charge of making the butter and cheese
to very high standards. Together, they began to weigh, measure, and
keep double-entry books on standardized forms. The estate owner or
his steward continued to run the rest of the farming operation.
Christian Albrechtsen and Margrethe Christensdatter are a good
example of this kind of dairy professionals. She grew up on the Sandbjerg estate in Danish-speaking Slesvig (Sønderjylland), where the
Reventlow brothers were applying the reforms they were helping to
legislate for all of Denmark. He grew up on the Skovbølgaard estate
not far away, which had converted to koppelbrug as early as 1709 and
maintained a hollænderi herd of eighty dairy cattle. Growing up on
these two estates in the Danish-speaking part of Slesvig, Christian and
Margrethe learned the ropes of koppelbrug and hollænderi. Soon after
their marriage in 1795, they leased Straarup manor near Kolding for
seven years, apparently to establish a dairying operation, and made
enough money in those years to buy an estate of their own. They purchased a tired old cattle farm named Hygum Skovgaard on the Jutland heath, a few miles north of Vejle, and turned it into a modern,
productive farm through a lot of hard work. Christian’s crews used
deep plowing to break up the hardpan below the moorland soil and
spread out many cartloads of lime-rich marl clay to reduce the acidity
of the soil. Christian’s surveyor laid out the kopler, and his crews dug
ditches and planted hedges around them. They may have raised beef
cattle at first and only later started to build up a good dairy herd, possibly crossbreeding Holstein cows with a Danish red-and-white bull.
Margrethe maintained spotless facilities and carefully supervised her
milkmaids in order to produce butter and cheese.
Copenhagen University’s first professor of agricultural economics, Gregers Begtrup, came to Jutland and wrote about their innovations in 1808, referring to them as “Holsteiners” because they came
from Slesvig-Holstein:
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To treat newly broken heathland as a fallow field is something that only one [person in all of Vejle County] has dared
to do, and his name is Albrechtsen. He broke his heathland
in the fall and gave it marl and manure in the spring, treated it during the summer as fallow with four plowings, and
sowed it with rye.1
Later in the same book, Begtrup went on:
Three able and very energetic farmers from Holstein, Mr.
Thomsen on Alstedgaard, Mr. Albrechtsen on Skovgaard,
and Mr. Stoutz on Lerbæk have with unmistakable hard
work, careful reflection, and considerable expense built
up their farms by properly dividing their land, planting
hedges, and substantially improving the soil by proper cultivation and marling. These worthy men have given their
neighbors a completely different concept of how to handle
heathland soil . . . to produce [not simply buckwheat but]
barley and clover.2
The Albrechtsens farmed for a quarter-century and handed over a fine
farm to their daughter and son-in-law. Eventually, Hygum Skovgaard
supported a herd of around seventy dairy cattle and produced high
quality butter for export while using the byproducts of butter production—skim milk, buttermilk, whey—to feed hogs for bacon and
Danish ham.3 Christian Albrechtsen and Margrethe Christensdatter
happened to be my great-great-great-grandparents, but your Danish
ancestors probably also saw their lives changed by the story of this
transformation of Danish agriculture.
In the process of building international markets for Danish butter, trade routes shifted from going via Hamburg to a direct connection with England. Steamships replaced sailing vessels. Hollænderi
was adapted to family farms. Then came the cream separator, which
was much faster and more efficient than skimming cream from shallow bowls by hand. At that point, it was a short step to the explosive
growth of cooperative creameries. When creameries, machinery, and
educated professionals came into the picture, men began to replace
women as buttermakers. The average family farm milked from six to a
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dozen cows, but cooperatives could gather and process the milk from
three to four hundred cows every day. New patterns of calving and
feeding allowed farmers to produce milk year-round. Cooperatives
allowed a large part of the profit to stay in the pockets of these farmer
producers. Tariffs protected Danish butter, and the use of yellow color
in margarine was banned by law.
From Denmark in the 1880s, it was also a short step to America, where the first Danish cream separator arrived in 1882, the very
year that the first cooperative creamery in Denmark was established.
Lampe and Sharp don’t discuss this part of the story, but it is a part of
our Danish American heritage. Jeppe Slifsgaard arrived in Fredsville,
Iowa, with a new Burmeister & Wain cream separator for his farmer
son, Truels, and he brought along a Danish dairyman to help them set
it up. This was the very first cream separator in America. It continued
to run in the Slifsgaard Creamery, day in and day out, for the next
eleven years.4
The point of this book is that Danish farmers’ cooperatives may
have produced an economic miracle, but they did not do it on their
own. Lampe and Sharp show how “elites” worked over the course of
many decades to create an infrastructure that allowed family farms to
prosper. These “elites” included aristocratic landowners from SlesvigHolstein and Germany who worked with experts and administrators
to develop the agricultural system of koppelbrug, promote hollænderi,
and provide leadership in writing laws that transformed communal
Danish tenants into landowning farmers. The “elites” included leaders of international trading and shipping companies who established
connections to markets for Danish butter, bacon, and ham, and leaders of Danish industries that grew out of the agricultural sector in
brewing, chemistry, pharmaceuticals, engineering, and finance. The
“elites” included agricultural researchers at public institutions like
Begtrup at Copenhagen University and Th. R. Segelke, N. J. Fjord, and
Bernhard Bang at the Royal Veterinary and Agricultural University,
whose innovations helped family farmers become more efficient, productive, and prosperous. First and foremost, these “elites” included
leaders in Danish government from Crown Prince Frederick on, who
supported agricultural reform by legislation, public education, tariff
protection, and government-sponsored research. Denmark was not a
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constitutional democracy until 1849, but long before that year, those at
the head of the Danish government adhered to a tradition of serving
the good of the populace at large, not just a privileged few.
It was the farmers themselves who took what Danish society gave
them, organized cooperatives, and made them work. They and the
“elites” showed what Danes could do by standing together for the
common good. It’s hard to reproduce that whole package in other
lands.
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